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The Grass Is Always Greener On The
Other Side Of The Fence ....
About the Early Life of Peter Lassen
by RENE WEYBYE LASSEN

The Meeting Place of the Old Village of Farum.
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Years ago, when I was a young boy, I remember my
grandmother was telling about her grand-uncle. His name
was Peter and he went to America many years before she
was born.
Just being a schoolboy at that time, I didn't pay much
attention to what she was talking about. For me it was just
the talk of old people, about their old folks, who were not
alive any more. That couldn't really fascinate a twelve year
old boy.
Today I know I should have been listening with much
more interest.
One thing is for sure, however; I remember she told that
her grand-uncle was Peter Lassen and that a park in California was named after him.
When my grandmother, Ida Johanne Lassen, died
August 1963 my father took over the correspondence with
her brother, August C. Larsen, who was living in California.
At that time I was eighteen years old. I was interested to
see how much English I really did learn in school so I decided
to write a letter or two to uncle August in America. I
remember writing some long letters and I had some very nice
answers.
In 1964 some of August's relatives, Mr. and Mrs.
Elanson Amos Douglas, from California came to visit us in
Copenhagen. That was the beginning of many letters
crossing over the Atlantic Ocean . . ..
In 1966 August C. Larsen died in Santa Clara, California. The last time he saw Denmark was when he left in 1902.
From the relatives of August I later heard again about
the relationship with Peter Lassen. That reminded me of
what my grandmother had been telling years ago, and I
found it was time to find out as much as possible about Peter
Lassen.
First I read a few books about him. Great was my
surprise; to be reading about Peter was almost like reading
about myself. His optimism, his way of handling problems,
even his stubbornness I can recognize in the family over here
and in myself.
Then I began to search what I could find out from other
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reliable sources. That meant that I had to go through a lot of
records from many different churches. Here in Denmark we
simply call these records church books.
Especially the baptismal records could tell a little and
add some new names. It was quite a job but anyway, it was
possible to get some information.
What I found from asking my father and my fat her' s
brother was very little, almost nothing indeed. However,
they both remembered their mother talking about Peter
Lassen as a relative but not how he was related.
I certainly regretted not listening years ago.
Let us go back in time. Back to the year 1800 when Peter
was born. His family name wasn't Lassen. His father's name
was Lars Nielsen and if Peter was born today he would
simply have been called Peter Nielsen. But at that time it was
quite normal among Danish farmers that their children took
their family name in honor of their fat her' s first name. So
Peter was the son of Lars, and that is why he called himself
Peter Larsen.

No. 5 Sovej, Farum. Peter Lassen could very well have been born
here. Photo taken 1924.
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In Denmark he spelled his name in different ways.
Sometimes he was just Peter Larsen, sometimes Peter
Larssen. At other times he called himself Peter Larsen Farum.
Farum was the name of the village where he was born.
Today, I guess, it is impossible to find out why he took
the name of Lassen. Maybe he took it because it was easier to
pronounce for Americans. Maybe he thought it just sounded
better.
Peter Lassen was born at Farum, a small village about
15 miles north of Copenhagen. Today Farum is some sort of
suburb with new houses in the old fields. But the house in
which I suppose Peter Lassen was born is still there!
In the book: Lassen, His Life and Legacy by Ruby
Johnson Swartzlow, it is told that Peter Lassen lived in this
house, No. 5 Sovej, Farum, for some years.
When Peter was born in 1800, this house was a sort of
social institution according to the old registration papers
from Farum. In the same documents you can read that the
building was called the Poor House of Farum. I have to
mention that it had nothing to do with the so-called work
houses, as we know them from England.
It was just a house built for the poor farm laborers who
could rent a little apartment here for almost nothing. At that
time many farm laborers were working at the large estate
called Farumgaard. Most of these laborers could not afford a
little farmhouse of their own and they had to live in the
poorhouse.
From the beginning the house was divided into six
apartments so we can imagine how little room there was for
each family.
It is certain that Peter Lassen's parents came to Farum
after May 22, 1799. On this day they had their first-born
child, a son, baptized in the church of Norre Herlev, a village
about ten miles away. At that time they must have been
living there.
On October 31, 1800, Peter was born at Farum. It seems
that he was the only child Lars Nielsen and his wife had in
this village.
Already on March 6, 1803, the baptismal records of
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No. 5 Sovej, Farum. Photo taken 1912.

Norre Herlev show that Peter's parents had their third child,
a daughter named Stine, here.
That shows that the family must have moved back to
Norre Herlev from Farum early in 1803 and maybe before
that time. It also shows that they only stayed at Farum for a
short time; for approximately two and a half to three years,
perhaps even less.
It is obvious that nothing had tied them to the village of
Farum. Not even a farmhouse of their own, I suppose.
Lars Nielsen may have been working at the estate of
Farumgaard. Here they had a mill, fields and also cows, pigs
and sheep. The estate gave work to many people.
If they didn't have a house of their own there was only
one place to live: the poorhouse!
This is why I really think that Peter Lassen was born at
No. 5 Sovej, Farum.
Then it needed to be determined if the house really was
so old that it could have been the birth place of Peter Lassen.
At the city hall of Farum, I was told that, according to
their papers, the house was dated from 1880. The style,
however, shows that it must be older than that. The tie-74-

beams go right through the walls and they are sticking out on
each side of the windows as can be seen in the photos. In
1880 people would not have built their houses that way.
Fortunately I talked to the two families who are now
living in the house. They could add that in the registration
papers of the house, it stated that it originally was "The
Poorhouse on the Land of the Streets in Farum," meaning, of
course, that it was located on public land.

The Estate of Farumgaard. Peter Lassen's father may have
worked here.

In a land register from 1878 the house is shown and
mentioned. This proves that it must be older than from 1880.
The owners have been told that the house was built in
1779. This could very well be right, according to the style.
· Some people think it has been described already in 1760
as the poor house of the village.
It is told that it had twenty-four inmates in 1848. It is
also told that for some years a family of twelve members was
living in one of the apartments.
Today, the inner walls of the house still show the
original materials from the time it was built: clay and straw!
The house might also have been destroyed partly by
fires. Farum did have some big fires and particularly one fire
in 1811 destroyed a lot of houses in the village. But, the
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registration papers of No. 5 Sovej, don't tell anything about
that fire or other fires.
So maybe the house hasn't changed very much since
Peter Lassen was born.
The fact that Peter Lassen's parents moved from Norre
Herlev to Farum, and soon after, back to Norre Herlev
again, was not a coincidence. His father, Lars Nielsen, was
born at Farum on November 17, 1776. His mother, Johanne
Sophie Westergaard, was born at Norre Herlev on June 24,
1776.
For his mother, the records of the church of Norre
Herlev only say: "Schoolmaster Westergaard's daughter
Johanna Sophia, born on June 24, 1776." This is the only
time her name is spelled like that. All other records say
Johanne Sophie ...
Lars Nielsen may have been working at a farm at Norre
Herlev when he met Johanne Sophie. Normally people didn't
go that far from their home to find a wife. They simply
married a neighbor or at least a person from their own
village.
1

1

Farum Church, seen from northeast.
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Farum Church, seen from southeast.

Anway, Lars and Johanne were married in the church of
Norre Herlev on February 24, 1799.
Already the same year, on May 22, they had their first
child, a boy called Johan. This son died in 1811 when he was
only twelve years old.
It is quite clear that having a baby after only three
months of marriage could lead to a scandal in a small village
like Norre Herlev. Besides, Johanne was five months older
than her husband. That was not common either.
Maybe the schoolmaster felt that they had cast a stain
on his honor. Maybe they felt the shame themselves and to
avoid too much gossip they moved to Farum. Here, in Lars
Nielsen's native town, they tried to find their fortune.
Without success, as far as we know.
At Farum, Johanne gave birth to their second child,
Peter, who was born on October 31, 1800. The records of the
church of Farum show that he was baptized on December 7,
1800.
It is mentioned in the baptismal records that Peter was
baptized in his home before he was baptized in the church.
-77-

The Baptismal Font of Farum Church. Peter Lassen
was baptized here on December 7, 1800.

This means that Peter must have been a very weak child
when born. Only when children were so weak that they were
almost dying were they baptized at home.
We all know, however, that he survived and that he
became a strong man.
Very soon after the birth of Peter, the little family
moved back to Norre Herlev again. It is said that they had a
small farm of their own but it cannot be proved. Maybe they
just rented a small piece of land from Mr. Westergaard, the
schoolmaster.
In Norre Herlev they had a new baby; a daughter called
Stine. She was born on March 6, 1803. The baptismal
records tell that she died the same year.
-78-

Still living at Norre Herlev, they had another son, who
was born on August 14, 1804. His name was Niels. The
records here tell that he was baptized in his home by Westergaard. That must have been Johanne Sophie's father. He was
a teacher but at that time a teacher was also some sort of a
parish clerk. These two jobs were really integral parts of
each other. So schoolmaster Westergaard must have been
allowed to baptize his little grandchild. Also this child was
very weak. Little Niels passed away soon after his baptism.
At this time Peter and his older brother Johan were the
only children out of four.
Norre Herlev must have been the first village community Peter saw.

The Dish from the Baptismal Font of Farum Church.
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It is said that Lars Nielsen and his family moved back to
Farum in 1805 or 1806. Maybe they couldn't earn a living at
the farm in Norre Herlev.
Anyway, Peter spent his childhood in Farum from when
he was five or six years old until he was about nine or ten
years of age.
When living here he might have played near the
beautiful Farum Lake. He might have brought home water
from the waterpump in the village, or he could have
dreamed under the big tree which was the center of the
meeting place. At this place the farmers made important
decisions of when to sow the fields, when to harvest and so
on .. .

The Old Waterpump from Farum. Photo taken 1903.

Today people from Farum think that the tree is more
than 300 years old.
Peter may have seen some of these meetings, when each
farmer sat on his own stone , discussing with the others.
Peter may also have had a job as a shepherd boy. His
parents worked hard but they never made a fortune. So an
extra income, even if it was a small one, would help their
economic situation .
-80-

Old-Houses of Farum.

Nothing is told about where they lived in the village.
And following the records from the church, they didn't have
any children in this period of time.
One more time, about 1809, the family moved away
from Farum. Maybe Lars Nielsen had failed again or maybe
there was just no job for him at the big estate any more.
They now hoped they would be able to earn a living at
the town of Hillerod. I know for certain that they had some
friends, or maybe even relatives, in this town.
They did know a Mrs. Smith and her daughter and also
a woman called Karen Marie Nielsdaughter. The last could
have been Lars Nielsen's sister.
No wonder that Peter Lassen felt like a nomad these
years. The family moved from one place to another all the
time. They only stayed a couple of years at each place. They
really never settled but they always tried to find their fortune
somewhere else.
They might have had the feeling that the grass was
always greener on the other side of the fence ....
In Hillerod they had two more children. A son Christian
was born on March 22, 1811 and he was baptized the same
-81-

year on April 12. It was the same year that their oldest son
Johan died.
In 1812 they had a daughter, Karen Marie, born on
December 15. She was baptized on April 11, 1813.
Out of the first four children born, Peter was now the
only one still living. When we know how strong he must
have been in America, we might think he got the strength
from his dead sister and brothers.

FarumChurch and The Dunghill.

About Peter's brother Christian we hear nothing, but
Karen Marie had her confirmation on September 30, 1827.
This means that she stayed with her parents, at least until
this date and maybe even longer.
In America Peter Lassen's friends heard him talking
about a brother of his. This could be his brother Christian.
He did not die as a baby so let us suppose that he grew up
and got work on a farm very early in his life.
It has been impossible to find more children from the
family of Lars Nielsen. Maybe they didn't have any more. In
the church books from Farum, Norre Herlev and Hillerod
there are no more records of the family.
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Just to make sure, I looked in all the church books from
the churches around these three towns. I found nothing.
In Vogel Jorgensen's book on Peter Lassen, it is said that
Peter stayed with his parents until he was seventeen years
old. Then he moved to his father's brother in the town of
Kalundborg. Here he served his apprenticeship with his
uncle. In 1823 he became a blacksmith and moved to Copenhagen. But Lassen couldn't earn a living here and in 1829 he
emigrated to America .....
According to the records at Hillered, his father, Lars
Nielsen, died here in June 1827.
I guess the daughter Karen Marie, stayed with her
mother for some time. As mentioned above she had her confirmation in the fall of 1827.
Peter Lassen's mother, Johanne Sophie, died when she
was 81 years of age.
She died as an inmate at the poor house of Hillered in
1857 only two years before her son Peter died in California.
Upon seeing Peter Lassen's grave near Susanville, California last summer, I immediately understood why he had
chosen exactly this place as a resting place for himself. The
whole landscape with the meadows and the trees in the background, really looks like a Danish landscape.

Farum Lake

-83-

It looks as if Peter's parents failed every time they tried
to build up a new future for themselves.
Were they kind of losers?
I don't really think so. We must not forget that it was a
very bad time for Denmark in these years. The country was
at war with England for some years and when the war was
over, it had lost a lot of money and almost all the Danish
fleet. Denmark went bankrupt in 1813 ....
The farmers and the farm laborers had always been
poor, so no wonder they suffered a lot. It must have been
quite impossible for a man like Lars Nielsen to make a
fortune of his own.
On November 9, 1840, a boy was born at the Royal
Birth Institution of Copenhagen. In spite of this fine name,
the institution was just one of the poor houses of Copenhagen at that time.
An old law said that all children, born at the poor
houses had to be baptized the second day after their birth. So
the little boy was named Carl Emil on November 10.

Farum Church, seen from southeast.
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This Carl Emil happened to be my grandmother's
father.
The church book just show his two first names written
in ink. No more. The family name of Larsen has been added
later. It is written in another handwriting and with a pencil.
It is followed by this sentence: "Family name added because
of the mother's wish."
Even the mother's name is now there. She was Caroline
Larsen, 28 years of age.
In those days it was a terrible thing for an unmarried girl
to have a child. It is obvious that Caroline had been hiding at
the beginning but later she came back to give her son the
name of the family.
Maybe she even took him away from the orphange. I
think so because Carl Emil Larsen was not living in Copenhagen five years later, according to the census papers of
Copenhagen from 1845.
Maybe I should dare to follow the myth of my family. It
says that Carl Emil should be the son of Peter Lassen's sister!
Did Peter Lassen have one more sister, named Caroline,
who could be the mother of Carl Emil 7
As mentioned it has been impossible to find more sisters
and brothers of Peter.
So, my theory goes like this: Caroline Larsen might be
identical with Karen Marie Larsen, Peter's sister. She was
born in 1812 and must have been 28 years old in 1840 when
Carl Emil was born.
Besides, in Danish the pronounciation of the names
Karen Marie and Caroline is almost the same. If Karen Marie
wanted to hide her real name she could have called herself
Caroline.
I think that Karen Marie brought the boy back to her
mother and herself in Hillered where he lived with them.
To the neighbors, and to the boy, they might have told
a story about "his mother Caroline, who died ... ," or
something like that.
Only Karen Marie and her mother knew that she never
existed.
I do think that Carl Emil had the impression that Karen
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Marie was his mother's sister and that Johanne Sophie was
his grandmother.
This is only a theory, but, a strange thing which really
amazes me is that when Carl Emil Larsen became an adult,
he had three daughters of his own.
The first one was called Caroline, in honor of the name
of his mother, whatever he had been told about her.
The second daughter was strangely enough named
Marie.
The third daughter was baptized Ida Johanne .. .
She was born in 1880 and she was my father's mother.
The question is then: Is there a connection between the
names of the women who could have been close relatives of
Carl Emil, and to the names of his daughters?
There might be ....
But until now it has been impossible to answer this
question for certain and maybe we shall never get the
answer.
FOOTNOTES
1 Sources used in preparing this article are: Records from the churches of
Farum, Norre Herlev , Hillerod and the 22 churches in Copenhagen.
2 Peter Lassen of California by T. Vogel Jorgensen (1937) .
3 Lassen , His Life and Legacy by Ruby Johnson Swartzlow (1964).
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Karl -Hendrik Jensen of Farum Historical Society
Niels Vang Larsen, photographer, Farum
Bo Manderup Jensen , No. 5 Sovej , Farum
My father , Erik Weybye Lassen, Copenhagen
My uncle, Kai Weybye Lassen, Copenhagen
My cousin, Per Weybye Lassen, Copenhagen
This article is reprinted, with permission , from the Lassen Ledger ,
Journal of the Lassen County Historical Society.
Attention is directed to Peter Lassen Danish Pioneer of California by
Franklin D. Scott , which appeared in The Bridge (Number Eight) ,
Volume V, No. 1, February , 1982. The second paragraph states ,
"Whatever personal records Lassen may have had were lost in the course
of his wanderings, the myths and contradictions and confusions concerning his life are innumerable. Many of the puzzles will remain forever
unsolved." In his article , The Grass is Always Greener on the Other Side
of the Fence, Rene Weybye Lassen tries , most interestingly , to solve some
of these puzzles.
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